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The English playwright, poet, and actor William Shakespeare (1564-1616) is 
generally acknowledged to be the greatest of English writers and one of the most 
extraordinary creators in human history.  His greatness as a playwright lies beyond 
dispute.  The acknowledged Shakespearean canon of some thirty-seven plays, 
written in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, continues to sustain 
critical attention and elicit popular approval on a scale unrivaled by any other writers 
of the period—or, for that matter, of any other time. 
 
Each of Shakespeare’s plays, one may say, is particular in certain respects.  Macbeth 
is particular as it is perhaps the curtest of all Shakespeare’s tragedies and its episodes 
are developed in such rapidity as unmatched by any other of his plays.  It is also a 
play that the theme of evil is explored the profoundest.  As A.R. Braunmuller 
remarks: 
 
Violent in action and memorably written, difficult to perform and yet extraordinarily 
popular on stage, granted by actors and audiences its own special ‘curse,’ William 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth strongly resists critical and theatrical exposition.  Despite 
these theatrical contradictions, an early twentieth century critic asserts that the play ‘is 
distinguished by its simplicity… Its plot is quite plain.  It has very little intermixture 
of humor.  It has little pathos except of the sternest kind.  The style [of the play’s 
language]…has not much variety….  Like many speeches in Macbeth, each of these 
apparently straightforward claims is paradoxical: each is true and at the same time 
misleading.  Further, these claims are both true and false to the play’s life in the 
theaters of early Jacobean London and in the theaters of many times and many places 
since.  Moreover, these claims are often false to the play’s complex relations with the 
social and political circumstances in which it was first written and first performed. 
(Braunmuller, New Cambridge ‘Macbeth’: Introduction, p1) 
 
Like many of Shakespeare’s plays, literary themes and characters in Macbeth have 
been debated and contended for centuries and throughout the world.  The thesis will 
deal with some of the most controversial aspects in Macbeth, namely, the intention of 
Shakespeare’s usage of the Witches’ scenes, the nature and function of those witches, 
and whether Lady Macbeth is another witch.  In other words, the following chapters 
will be dealing mainly with the witches. 
 
Different critics have differing views on these topics.  As to the first one, there is a 
view that Shakespeare manages to allude the witches to some of the important social 
and political events at that time, such as the popular witch trials and treasons.  And 
since Shakespeare’s troupe was invited to perform before King James and his Danish 
counterpart, the play is actually a drama intended to please the royal family.  Another 
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(qtd. in K. Muir. Aspects of “Macbeth”, p13) 
 
In regard to the second controversial topic, there are three major schools of thought 
that I disapprove.  They contend respectively the nature and function of the witches 
as agents of fate, devil, and manifestations of Macbeth’s own mind.  Although they 
do explain something and are proved by certain evidence within and without the text 
of Macbeth, like in the first controversial topic about Shakespeare’s intentions, these 
three explanations are inadequate and much too narrow.  The witches and their 
prophecies serve only as external influences that convince and prompt him to carry 
out his crimes. 
 
Conventional wisdom has it that Lady Macbeth is an evil woman that shall be damned.  
And indeed, most of the extant literature of criticism on Macbeth regards her as a 
negative figure that should be animadverted.  Some critics even accuse her as being 
actually the fourth witch who has the same nature and function as the three witches in 
the play. (Muir, P16)  Lady Macbeth may not be a nice or kind-hearted woman, 
according to our moral standards, but she is, by every means, a great female character 
created by Shakespeare. 
 
Imagery and symbolism are also examined in this thesis.  They are equally 
significant not only because they demonstrate Shakespeare’s artistic maturity and 
sophistication of his literary techniques, but also because they play a very important 
role in creating an atmosphere of evil, which is the major theme Shakespeare meant to 
convey in Macbeth. 
 
Although the witches’ scenes are always mentioned in many critical literature of 
Macbeth, they are just mentions and nothing more.  Few critics have developed a 
perspective to view the play from these witches’ scenes.  The scenes may be meant 
by Shakespeare to justify the social and political order under King James’ reign, or to 
enhance an atmosphere of evil, which is the play’s major theme.  But most 
significantly, they give prominence to the protagonist and his actions.  Through them, 
we acquire an access to the inner part of Macbeth and the underlying motives of his 
crimes.  Thus the present thesis can be regarded as another approach, developed 
























Chapter One: Shakespeare and His Play Macbeth 
 
Section I: Shakespeare’s Theatrical Career 
 
As far as William Shakespeare’s life and career are concerned, scholars debate for 
centuries.  The reason is that, although Shakespeare is one of the greatest and most 
famous men of letters, historical records on him are surprisingly few, not to say that 
they are usually inaccurate and sometimes contradictory.  Most of the accomplished 
scholarship on his life can only be called speculation or correlation rather than 
regarded as established facts.  Indeed we lack too much evidence to establish a 
causal link between many important aspects of his life.  Therefore, it would be 
meaningless as well as tedious to recount Shakespeare’s whole life.  Here I only 
want to give a brief introduction about his theatrical career, which is somewhat 
related to my topic.  For purposes of summary, it is possible to see Shakespeare's 
career as falling into a number of phases.   
 
Shakespeare’s earliest work is that of the jobbing playwright looking for 
employment wherever he can get it.  The three parts of King Henry VI, written 
around 1590, draw on the theatrical techniques and profit from the stage success of 
Thomas Kyd and Christopher Marlowe, as well as exploit a current interest in 
England's contentious history.  Richard III, a year or so later, develops that interest 
by blending historical material with the stage methods and the psychological 
concerns of tragedy; Shakespeare's earliest essay in that genre, Titus Andronicus, has 
been both lurid and sophisticated, drawing together Elizabethan pleasure in the 
tragedy of blood and a Renaissance reading of classical literature, especially Ovid.  
The earliest comedies, The Taming of the Shrew, The Comedy of Errors, Love's 
Labor’s Lost, and The Two Gentlemen of Verona, also blend elements from the native 
English tradition with sophisticated comic structures deriving from Plautus, Terence, 
and writers of the Italian Renaissance. 
 
These plays of the earlier 1590's establish Shakespeare's reputation, and lead on 
through a mixed group of tragedy, history, and comedy—Romeo and Juliet, A 
Midsummer Night's Dream, Richard II, The Merchant of Venice, and perhaps King 
John—towards the core of Shakespeare's playwriting career as a leading dramatist. 
The plays show an increasingly flexible use of dramatic language, as the inventive 
brilliance of the earlier comedies makes way for stage writing that, while still 
attracted by opportunities for the flamboyant set piece, is more disciplined by 
character and action.  With the Henry IV plays, Henry V, As You Like It, and Twelfth 
Night, all written at the end of the 1590's or the turn of the century, Shakespeare's 
writing achieves the mature correlation of eloquence and incidence, actor's role and 
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The period of the great tragedies, Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth, Antony and 
Cleopatra, follows between about 1601 and 1607.  Interspersed with the tragic 
writing come the mixed-mode plays, neither comic nor tragic, such as Troilus and 
Cressida, All's Well That Ends Well, and Measure for Measure, experimental pieces, 
wryly humorous or satiric, depending, to a considerable extent, on how they are 
played.  Shakespeare's reading of Roman history, especially Plutarch's, has already 
led, around the turn of the century, to Julius Caesar, and about 1607 to Antony and 
Cleopatra, where the texture of the dramatic writing is profoundly influenced by the 
historian's interests and methods; it now leads to Coriolanus, and, in a somewhat 
different vein, to Timon of Athens, a play of trenchantly condensed writing which 
some critics think an unfinished sketch. 
 
The last segment of Shakespeare's career produces such plays as Pericles, Cymbeline, 
The Winter's Tale, The Tempest, and Henry VIII, the first and last of which are 
collaborations, Henry VIII, probably with John Fletcher, co-author also with 
Shakespeare of The Two Noble Kinsmen.   
As for Shakespeare’s tragedies, they are commonly divided into separate though 
related categories, the “Roman” tragedies and the “great” tragedies.  Macbeth 
belongs to his four “great” tragedies.  The four great tragedies are similar 
thematically to the Roman plays insofar as their principal subject is the fall of high 
public figures.  However, unlike those “Roman” tragedies, the sources for their 
documentation are usually medieval rather than classical.  Hamlet, regarded by 
many critics as Shakespeare’s finest work, is based on the story of Hamlet, Prince of 
Denmark, which first appears in the Historia Danica, a Latin text by the 
twelfth-century historian Saxo Grammaticus.  King Lear (1605) improvises on the 
legend of a British king and his disastrous decision to divide his kingdom equally 
among his daughters.  Othello, a story of domestic intrigue set in the Venetian 
Republic, is taken from a Renaissance source, Giovanni Battista Giraldi Cinthio's 
Hecatommithi (1565).  Whereas Macbeth is derived from the history of an ancient 
Scottish king, Duncan.   
The four great tragedies display the greatest intensity of tragic pathos of all 
Shakespeare’s dramas.  In these works Shakespeare characteristically presents the 
fall of the heroes in terms that suggest a concomitant collapse of all human values or, 
more, a disordering of the universe itself.  Scholars have suggested that such 
vividly portrayed upheavals reflect a general anxiety among Shakespeare’s 
contemporaries that underlying social, political, and religious tensions would upset 
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Section II: Macbeth the Story in the Play  
Macbeth (1606), it is probable, is the last-written of the four great tragedies, and 
immediately proceeding Antony and Cleopatra.  It is the curtest of all 
Shakespeare’s tragedies in terms of its thematic development.  It is very much 
shorter than the other three tragedies, but our experience in traversing it is so 
crowded and intense that it leaves an impression not of brevity but of speed.  It is 
the most vehement and the most concentrated of the tragedies. 
We first see Macbeth on the heath with Banquo, returning from a bloody victory 
against the traitorous Macdonwald and later against the King of Norway.  On the 
edges of a battlefield, three witches meet and plot, waiting for Macbeth who, with 
Banquo, his comrade-in-arms, soon encounters them.  They greet him as Thane of 
Glamis, then as his title, then as Thane of Cawdor, and finally as the future King. 
They are scarcely gone when word arrives that the Scottish forces have been 
victorious and, as a token of his favor, Duncan, King of Scotland, has bestowed the 
title of Thane of Cawdor on Macbeth.  Musing on the witches’ prophecy, Macbeth 
hurries home to his wife, in advance of Duncan’s visit. 
Lady Macbeth receives the news from her husband and, unlike Macbeth who would 
rather not pursue these predictions too forcefully, plots to kill Duncan.  The King is 
their guest that night and, by getting his attendants drunk, she tells him that they can 
kill Duncan and pin the murder on his guards.  Troubled by his conscience, 
Macbeth almost backs out at the last minute, but his wife forces him to go through 
with the plan.  Duncan’s body is discovered the next morning by Macduff, the 
Thane of Fife, and when they flee, Duncan’s sons Malcolm and Donalbain are 
blamed for the murder. 
 
Macbeth is crowned King, but rules uneasily, partly because the prophecy of the 
witches is also heard by Banquo to whom they promised his children would 
someday rule.  Fearful both of Banquo and the truth of the witches’ predictions, 
Macbeth arranges with three murderers to have his friend, along with his son Fleance, 
killed.  The attempt succeeds only partly as Fleance escapes and, during a banquet, 
the ghost of Banquo returns to haunt Macbeth.  In one of the most famous scenes in 
Shakespeare, Macbeth incriminates himself before the assembled company by his 
words to the ghost, whom only he can see.  The nobles leave the hall, suspicious 
and wondering at what they’ve heard.  Lady Macbeth consoles her husband, who 
resolves to continue in his bloody path. 
 
General unrest grows as Macbeth, ruling from a position of fear and distrust, 
becomes a despot or a tyrant.  In desperation, he seeks out the witches again, who 
summon three apparitions; the first predicts that Macduff will unseat Macbeth, the 
second says that “none of woman born” poses a threat, and the third predicts that 
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Reassured, he presses them for more news, and they produce a line of eight kings, all 
descended from Banquo, who will succeed him.  Macbeth sends the murderers to 
Macduff’s castle where they find that he has fled to England, but they kill his wife 
and child. 
 
Meanwhile, troubled by her conscience, Lady Macbeth sleepwalks, reliving the night 
of the murder of Duncan.  When one of her gentlewomen consults a doctor, her 
secret is revealed. 
 
In England, Malcolm is raising an army and preparing to win back his father’s 
kingdom.  On the march toward Dunsinane—where Macbeth has taken refuge, still 
believing in the witches’ prophecies, Malcolm orders his troops to carry boughs 
from nearby Birnam Wood to disguise their numbers.  As he prepares for the 
assault, Macbeth hears news from his sentries: Birnam Wood seems to be moving, 
heading for Dunsinane.  Taking comfort that “none of woman born” can harm him, 
however, he arms himself and confronts Macduff.  Boasting of the prophecy, 
Macbeth hears Macduff tell him that he is indeed not “of woman born” but is instead 
delivered by caesarean section.  Realizing all hope is lost, Macbeth takes flight and 
is hunted down by Macduff as Malcolm and his forces take the castle.  Victory is 
declared, and Malcolm, now rightful King of Scotland, leads his followers on to 
Scone for his coronation. 
Section III: Macbeth the Story in History 
Shakespeare’s chief source for Macbeth was Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587 
edition).  In Holinshed’s telling of the story, Duncan is a king of a soft and gentle 
nature, negligent in punishing his enemies and thereby an unwitting encourager of 
sedition.  It falls to his cousin, Macbeth, a critic of his soft line, and to Banquo, the 
Thane of Lochaber, to defend Scotland against her enemies: first against Macdowald 
(Macdonwald in Shakespeare) with his Irish kerns and gallowglasses, and then 
against Sueno, King of Norway. (Shakespeare fuses these battles into one.)  Shortly 
thereafter, Macbeth and Banquo encounter “three women in strange and wild apparel, 
resembling creatures of elder world,” (Holinshed, Chronicles. P12)1 who predict 
their future as in the play.  Although Macbeth and Banquo jest about the matter, 
common opinion later maintains “these women were either the Weird Sisters, that is 
(as ye would say), the goddess of destiny, or else some nymphs or fairies endued 
with knowledge of prophecy.” (P12.)  Certainly Macbeth soon becomes the Thane 
of Cawdor, whereupon, jestingly reminded of the three Sisters’ promise by Banquo, 
he resolves to seek the throne.   
                                                        
1 All the quotations in this section and the next one are from Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles. (1587 edition)  
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His way is blocked, however, by Duncan’s naming of his eldest but still underage 
son Malcolm to be the Prince of Cumberland and heir to the throne.  Macbeth’s 
resentment at this is understandable, since Scotland law provides that, until the 
King’s son is of age, the “next of blood unto him”(P18)—that is, Macbeth himself, 
as Duncan’s cousin—shall reign.  Accordingly, Macbeth begins to plot with his 
associates how to usurp the kingdom by force.  His very ambitious wife urges him 
on because of her unquenchable desire to be queen.  Banquo is one among many 
trusted friends with whose support Macbeth slays the King at Inverness or at 
Bothgowanan. (No mention is made of a visit to Macbeth’s castle.)  Malcolm and 
Donald Bane, the dead King’s sons, fly for their safety to Cumberland, where 
Malcolm is well received by Edward the Confessor of England; Donald Bane 
proceeds on to Ireland. 
Holinshed’s Macbeth is at first no brutal tyrant, as in Shakespeare.  For some ten 
years he rules well, using great liberality and correcting the laxity of his 
predecessor’s reign. (Holinshed does suggest, to be sure, that his justice is only 
contrived to court popularity among his subjects.)  Inevitably, however, the Weird 
Sisters’ promise of a posterity to Banquo goads Macbeth into ordering the murder of 
his one time companion.  Fleance, Banquo’s son, escapes Macbeth’s henchmen in 
the dark, and afterward founds the lineage of the Stuart kings. 
Macbeth’s vain quest for absolute power further causes him to build Dansinane 
fortress.  When Macduff refuses to help, the King turns against him and would kill 
him except that “a certain witch, whom he had in great trust,” (P 38) tells the King 
he need never fear a man born of woman nor any vanquishment till Birnam Wood 
come to Dunsinane.  Macduff flees for safety into England and joins Malcolm, 
whereupon Macbeth’s agents slaughter Macduff’s wife and children at Fife.  
Malcolm, fearing that Macduff may be an agent of Macbeth, dissemblingly professes 
himself to be a voluptuary, miser, and tyrant; but when Macduff responds, as he 
should in righteous sorrow at Scotland’s evil condition, Malcolm reveals his 
steadfast commitment to the cause of right.  These leaders return to Scotland and 
defeat Macbeth at Birnam Wood, with their soldiers carrying branches before them.  
Macduff proclaims that he is a man born of no woman since he is ripped out of his 
mother’s womb, and slays Macbeth. 
Section IV: The Changes Shakespeare Has Made 
Despite extensive similarities, Shakespeare has made some significant changes.  
Duncan is no longer an ineffectual king as in Holinshed’s Chronicles.  Macbeth can 
no longer justify his claim to the throne.  Most importantly, Banquo is no longer 
partner to a broadly based though secret conspiracy against Duncan.  Banquo is, 
after all, ancestor of King James I, so that his hands must be kept scrupulously clean; 
King James disapproves all tyrannicides, whatever the circumstances.  Macbeth is 
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table is an added scene.  Lady Macbeth’s role is considerably enhanced, and her 
sleepwalking scene is original.  Shakespeare compresses the plot, as he usually 
does. 
In Holinshed’s account, Macbeth’s career is influenced by his ambitious spouse: his 
wife “lay sore upon him to attempt” regicide “as she that was verie ambitious, 
burning in unquenchable desire to beare the name of a queene.” (P25) The witches’ 
appearance and their prophecies are not so significant as in Shakespeare’s play.  
One thing is for certain, i.e., Shakespeare makes little changes in the witches’ scenes 
in terms of historical literacy.  The witches do have a very significant influence on 
Macbeth.  According to Holinshed, Banquo is a fully committed co-conspirator; he 
is murdered after the passage of some time because Macbeth fears “he should be 
served of the same cup, as he has minstred to his predecessor,” (P28) but Banquo’s 
ghost does not interrupt a royal banquet, and Lady Macbeth does not walk in her 
sleep.  Holinshed elaborately details Macbeth’s ten-year long reign as a good and 
responsible ruler, his trust in witches and wizards, the “testing” of Macduff by 
Malcolm, and the coming of Birnam Wood to Dunsinane and includes many other 
events and even phrases that are transmuted into Macbeth.  At one point, Holinshed 
interrupts his narrative to give a detailed genealogy of “the originall line of those 
kingsw, which have descended from…Banquho,” (P35) and the list, ending with the 
then King James VI of Scotland, would have made the show of kings in Act 4, Scene 
I, easier to invent. 
In making some of these alterations, Shakespeare turns to another story in 
Holinshed’s chronicle of Scotland: the murder of King Duff by Donwald 
(historically preceding the chronicle of Duncan).  King Duff never suspecting any 
treachery in Donwald, often spends time at the castle of Forres, where Donwald is 
captain of the castle.  On one occasion Donwald’s wife, bearing great malice 
toward the King, shows Donwald (who already bears a grudge against Duff) “the 
means whereby he might soonest accomplish” the murder.  The husband and wife 
ply Duff’s few chamberlains with much to eat and drink.  Donwald abhors the act 
“greatly in heart,” but perseveres “through instigation of his wife.” (P26)  Four of 
Donwald’s servants actually commit the murder under his instruction.  Next 
morning, Donwald breaks into the King’s chamber and slays the chamberlains as 
though believing them guilty.  Donwald is so overzealous in his investigation of the 
murder that many lords begin to suspect him of having done it.  For six months 
afterward, the sun refuses to appear by day and the moon by night.  The chronicle 
accounts in Holinshed of Malcolm and Edward the Confessor supply Shakespeare 
















Chapter Two: The Witches: A Historical and Textual Study 
 
Section I: Social and Political Matters  
 
Although claims for a topical Macbeth cannot be substantiated and may be circular, 
there are some striking pieces of what may be “evidence” of allusion.  Consider the 
Porter in Act 2, Scene 1: 
 
Here’s a farmer that hanged himself on th’ expectation of plenty.  Come in time—have 
napkins enough about you, here you’ll swear for’t.  (Knock) Knock, knock.  Who’s 
there in th’ other devil’s name?  Faith, here’s an equivocator that could swear in both 
the scales against either scale, who commits treason enough for God’s sake, yet could 
not equivocate to heaven.  O, come in, equivocator. [2.3.4-11]2 
 
Critics have linked the Porter’s words with the notorious imprisonment, trial, and 
execution of the Gunpowder plotters in 1606, who have thought of blowing up 
Parliament, along with the king and his family, and many aristocrats and judges on 5 
November 1605.  Among those executed was the Superior of the English Jesuits, 
Father Henry Garnet, who espoused the doctrine of “equivocation” (“here’s an 
equivocator that could swear in both the scales…”) and used the alias “Farmer” 
(“Here’s a farmer that hanged himself…”). 
Things get more interesting as the First Witch explains the revenge she means to exact 
on the sailor’s wife:   
Her husband’s to Aleppo gone, master o’th’ Tiger;  
But in a sieve I’ll thither sail,  
And like a rat without a tail,  
I’ll do, I’ll do, and I’ll do. [1.3.7 -10] 
 
There may be an allusion here to the ship Tiger which was in an English fleet that 
returned from the Far East in 1606, if we have the dating of the text right.  
The First Witch then continues with:  
Here I have a pilot’s thumb,  
Wrecked as homeward he did come. [1.3.28-9] 
The use of joints of the dead to raise storms is made specifical in Newes from 
Scotland; and the general prohibition of grave-robbing for sorcery was imported into 
                                                        
2 All the quotations of Shakespeare’s lines are from Macbeth in the 1988 Bantam edition of Shakespeare: Four 
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England with James VI and I, when the English witchcraft law was tightened up at his 
insistence in 1604, so that for the first time grave-robbing became part of the crime of 
witchcraft in England.  There is thus some topical interest in this aspect of the 
witches’ behavior.  
These are just some allusions in this play.  Macbeth has been called an “occasional” 
play in two senses: first, the argument runs, Shakespeare would not have composed a 
play on a Scottish subject had not a Scottish king come to the English throne.  This 
claim seems very probable.  Second, and more specific, some scholars believe 
Shakespeare composed the play as a “compliment” to King James, perhaps even as an 
entertainment when King Christian IV of Denmark, James’s brother-in-law, visited his 
fellow monarch from 17 July to 11 August 1606.  James’s interest in witchcraft and 
the King’s Evil, and his belief that he was descended from Banquo, have been claimed, 
plausibly, as links between the new king and Shakespeare’s play.  
 
James Stuart (1566-1623), the sixth king of that name to rule Scotland, believed, or 
claimed to believe, that he descended from one Banquo, Thane of Lochaber in the 
eleventh century when Scotland’s king was Macbeth.  In late March 1603, the same 
King James VI became the first of that name to rule England.  
 
It is a nice understatement to say that “Shakespeare’s task in writing Macbeth 
was…extremely problematic.”  From a very different perspective, another critic 
agrees: “Macbeth is a play about Scotland, seized at a crucial moment of transition in 
its history….”(Braunmuller, P4).  However distant this early seventeenth century 
debates and problems may seem, they were real difficulties for the King’s Men, for 
William Shakespeare as playwright, and for their audiences at the Globe Theater and 
elsewhere.  Those difficulties entailed not only those who might have rightfully ruled 
Scotland in the eleventh century, but also those who might justly rule Scotland and, 
more controversially, England, in the seventeenth. 
James VI of Scotland, that is, King James I, married princess Anne of Denmark by 
proxy in 1589.  She sailed for Scotland, but was driven back by storms which the 
Danish admiral Peter Munk blamed on witches in Copenhagen.  James then went to 
Denmark himself, where he spent the winter and may have absorbed Continental 
views on witchcraft.  On his return to Scotland in 1590 he again encountered storms 
at sea, subsequently blamed on a group of Scottish witches.  James himself took over 
some of the interrogation of these people and was convinced that they had been trying 
to kill him by raising storms, by working on wax images, and by manufacturing 
poison.  An attempt was made to implicate the King’s cousin, Francis, Earl of 
Bothwell, in the plot.  
An account of the affair was published in England, called Newes from Scotland (1592) 
– a fairly nasty combination of propaganda and pornography – and King James wrote 
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witchcraft, and to put himself in the forefront of modern thinking, showing that his 
learning and scholarship was thoroughly up to date. 
Witchcraft, of course, was an explosive issue in that early modern period.  It lay at 
the intersection of ideological and juridical debate of the period, and its changing 
status measured a crisis of belief which confronted the English population, in a variety 
of ways, since at least the Reformation.  For both England and Scotland, the end of 
the sixteenth century was marked by peaks in witch persecution. 
 
Also judging from the number of publications documenting and commenting on 
contemporary witchcraft cases, the latter half of Queen Elizabeth’s reign can be justly 
called the era of the witches.  Although witchcraft had long been a topic favored by 
both religious elites and readers of the middling sort, the preoccupation of the late 
Elizabethan popular press with this issue was unprecedented.  Since the appearance 
of the first documentary witchcraft pamphlet in 1566, the numbers of these 
publications steadily increased: five were registered in the 1570s, four in the 1580s, 
and ten more during the remaining thirteen years of Elizabethan reign.  These 
numbers alone indicate that witchcraft must have excited the imagination of varied 
reading and subsequently theater-going audiences.  
 
There were important ideological reasons for this boom in witchcraft docu-fiction.  
As Stuart Clark has explained, witchcraft’s “overthwartness made systematic, 
unruliness or overturning taken to ritualistic lengths”—had an important cognitive 
function for the early moderns.  Along with other kinds of misrule, it was rendered 
as the “necessary evil” which, in the prevalent antithetical thinking of the era, defined 
the institution of God’s order and the monarch’s by providing their negative image.  
In the period’s language of “contrariety,” which defined good through evil, order 
through disorder, soul through body, male through female, and the ordered 
commonwealth through demonic tyranny, witches epitomized the inversion of natural, 
patriarchal, Christian, and national order.  No ordinary criminals, they were, to quote 
the impassioned words of a contemporary pastor-demonologist, “most wicked 
runagates from the fayth, false forswearers of God’s power, traytours of the majestie 
of God, most vile starters aside.”(E. Wilby, Witches Familiar. P283) 
 
Given this context, it is no wonder that magic and witchcraft were staples of the 
Elizabethan theater.  Besides Shakespeare’s Macbeth, Robert Greene’s Friar Bacon 
and Friar Bungay (1589) used magician’s tricks to represent and then repudiate 
clerical subversiveness.  Christopher Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus (1590), very much like 
Macbeth, invoked the occult to figure forth contemporary religious and philosophical 
struggles between skepticism and faith, iconoclasm and idolatry, predestination and 
free will.  During the reign of James I, who proved interested in the connection 
between the occult and divine right, witchcraft persisted as an important trope in bids 
for patronage and in political and social critique.  Ben Jonson featured witches in the 
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such as Middleton’s The Witches (1613) capitalized the image of the occult to portray 
a corrupt court; and Dekker, Ford, and Rowley’s The Witches of Edmonton (1620) 
presented witchcraft as an effect of the erosion of local social relation.  The Late 
Lancashire Witches, in contrast to these plays’ epistemological questioning and 
caustic political critiques or social commentaries, displays witchcraft as a form of 
festive inversion. 
 
Section II: Theatrical Effects 
 
If the claim that Shakespeare composed the play to please King James I is probable, 
then his language genius did please his (Shakespeare’s) Elizabethan audience as well 
as the king.  By blending the English and Scottish witch images and witchcraft 
traditions, Shakespeare does catch the attention of all his audience.  More 
importantly, through this technique, he conveys his thematic messages. 
 
A demonic stereotype is displayed through images like black in body and dress, 
cloven feet and fearsome aspects.  We find nearly all these characteristics in the 
witches in Macbeth.  The initial encounter with the witch is often described as 
spontaneous and conformed, in fundamentals, to standard encounter narratives found 
in fairy anecdotes and folklores of all periods.  The individual is usually alone, either 
in the countryside or at home, and in some sort of trouble, when the spirit suddenly 
appears and offers to help, as is the case with Macbeth and Banquo on their way back 
from the battlefield. 
While Holinshed leaves open the question of who or what the Weird Sisters are, 
Shakespeare brings them on stage with “thunder and lightning.”  It was standard 
thinking in Shakespeare’s time that storms were associated with witchcraft, and 
conversely the entry of the witches provided an excuse for getting the play started 
with an attention-getting special effect.  The status of the Weird Sisters is reinforced 
by the following dialogue:  
FIRST WITCH:     I come, Graymalkin.  
SECOND WITCH:  Paddock calls. [1.1.8-9]  
Through these lines, the audience would at once understand that these are witches, 
since the cat (‘Graymalkin’) and the toad (‘Paddock’) are frequently to be found as 
familiars in witch trials in England.  These familiar spirits or “imps,” demons in the 
form of pet animals, are not of central importance in the witchcraft traditions of 
Scotland or the Continent at the beginning of the 17th century, but they are almost the 
defining characteristic of English witches.  
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ALL:      Fair is foul, and foul is fair  
Hover through the fog and filthy air. [1.1.11-12] 
These lines introduce one of the themes of the play, and perhaps provide an occasion 
for the stage machinery to produce one of the popular special effects of the theatre.  
To achieve this Shakespeare allows the witches to demonstrate something fairly 
unusual by English standards, as flying witches are believed to frequently haunt 
people in the Continental tradition at this time.  
Immediately after this Macbeth and Banquo enter and find the witches engaged in a 
dance.  Again, one should say that this is not part of the English witchcraft tradition.  
English witches are understood to be mainly solitary, or family groups of mother and 
daughter, at this time.  They obviously could not go in for much dancing.  In 
Macbeth they chorus:  
The Weird Sisters, hand in hand  
Posters of the sea and land  
Thus do go, about, about,  
Thrice to thine, and thrice to mine,  
And thrice again to make up nine.  
Peace, the charm’s wound up. [1.3.32-7] 
 
The King was fascinated by this part of the evidence and had her play the tune for him 
in court. 
  
It seems likely that the witches’ dance in Macbeth was identical to that in Middleton’s 
The Witch, and both were probably inspired by the dance in Ben Jonson’s The Masque 
of Queenes (1608) which says (on the strength of King James’ Daemonologie and 
continental authorities) that dancing is “an usual ceremony at their convents, or 
meetings.” (Braunmuller, P16) 
 
After this, Banquo’s description of the witches takes us back to England again they 
are:  
So withered, and so wild in their attire,  
That look not like th’ inhabitants o’th’earth  
And yet are on’t? - Live you, or are you aught  
That man may question? You seem to understand me,  
By each at once her choppy finger laying  
Upon her skinny lips. You should be women,  
And yet your beards forbid me to interpret  
That you are so. [1.3.40-7] 
Despite all the discussion of “wierd - weyard Sisters” these are simply standard 
English witches – “old, lame, bleare-eied, fowle, and full of wrinkles... Lean and 
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The witches reappear in Scene 3 announced by a roll of “thunder,” to relate their 
misdeeds to each other, and the audience:  
FIRST WITCH:    Where hast thou been, Sister?  
SECOND WITCH:  Killing swine.  
THIRD WITCH:    Sister, where thou?  
FIRST WITCH:     A sailor's wife had chestnuts in her lap,  
                 And munched, and munched, and munched  
                 ‘Give me’, quoth I;  
                 Aroint thee, witch, the rumpled ronyon cries. [1.3.1-6]  
Thus far, this is standard English witchcraft material.  “Killing swine” is a malice, 
exactly the kind of thing that accusations of witchcraft in England turned upon.  The 
request for a share of the chestnuts is typical too: the witch is poor, perhaps a beggar, 
and this may contrast with the sailor’s wife – “rumpled” is surely “rump-fed” here, 
like “belly-fed” elsewhere, meaning fat bottomed, overfed. (“ronyon” is not known 
for sure, but I would link it with the Italian la rogna, meaning the itch.  If so, the 
witch is describing the sailor’s wife as fat-bottomed and scabby). 
 
In addition, the witches’ unnaturalness betokens disorder in nature, for they can sail in 
a sieve and “look not like th’ inhabitants o’ th’ earth/ And yet on ‘t” (1.3.41-42).  
Characteristically they speak in paradoxes: “When the battle’s lost and won,” “Fair is 
foul and foul is fair” (1.1.4,11).  Shakespeare probably drew on numerous sources to 
depict the witches: Holinshed’s Chronicles (in which he conflated two accounts, one 
of Duncan and Macbeth, and the other of King Duff slain by Donwald with the help 
of his wife), King James’ writing on witchcraft, Samuel Harsnett’s Declaration of 
Egregious Popish Impostures, and the accounts of Scottish witch trials published 
around 1590, particularly in the last ones, i.e., Harsnett’s works and those accounts.  
Shakespeare could have found mention of witches raising storms and sailing in sieves 
to endanger vessels at sea, performing three rituals blaspheming the Trinity, and 
brewing witches’ broth. 
The witches next appear in Act 4, again heralded by thunder:  
FIRST WITCH     Thrice the brinded cat hath mewed.  
SECOND WITCH  Thrice, and once the hedge pig whined.  
THIRD WITCH    Harpier cries, ‘tis time, ‘tis time. [4.1.1-3]  
Once again the familiar spirits direct the witches, telling them it is time to meet or 
depart.  The witches now proceed to dance around a cauldron, cooking up their 
“hell-broth.”  If the image seems familiar today, it is largely because Macbeth has 
made it so – it would presumably have seemed alien, foreign to Shakespeare’s 
audience, for the witches of Elizabethan England did not go in at all for cauldrons.  
The pauper-witch of Elizabethan pamphlets would have had little use for a cauldron, 
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Agnes Sampson collected venom from a toad to poison the king, the container she 
used was an oyster shell. (E. H. Thompsom, Macbeth, King James, and the Witches. 
P21)  
Consider, however, the well-known woodcut illustration from Newes from Scotland: 
it includes a group of well-dressed ladies stirring a cauldron with a ladle.  
 
The illustrations have little connection with the text – some in fact relate to material 
that can be found in the trial documents but not in the pamphlet itself – and the 
cauldron image does not even have that justification.  There is no cauldron in the 
Scottish trial dittays of 1591, and there is no cauldron in the text of Newes from 
Scotland.  Cauldrons can be found in the Continental tradition which so often 
includes the idea of a great gathering of witches feasting together and cooking up 
unbaptised infants.  Ultimately it borrows from classical sources, especially Medea, 
Clytemnestra, Lucan and Ovid’s Metamorphoses; but if a wager has to be placed on 
the source of this illustration one might try the woodcut from Olaus Magnus’ Historia 
de Gentibus Septentrionalibus (1555) which depicts witches emptying a cauldron on 
the right to raise a storm which sinks the ship on the lest. 
 
There is a certain similarity of detail between the Macbeth and Newes from Scotland, 
but it should perhaps not be pushed very far by saying that they are causally linked:  
Toad, that under cold stone  
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